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FE
M
IN
ISM
 
LIV
E
S!  
      (again)
C
atherine G
rant introduces fem
inist theories 
and photography as w
ays of rethinking our 
w
orld, and im
agines w
hat the results w
ould be.
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Being a fem
inist is no longer em
barrassing or outm
oded 
(m
ost of the tim
e). W
hat it m
eans to be a fem
inist, how
ev-
er, is not necessarily clear. M
any people agree w
ith fem
inist 
ideas w
ithout feeling that being a fem
inist describes w
ho 
they are. For m
any self-identified fem
inists, their politics 
are not a sim
ple, stand-alone case but are w
oven alongside 
concerns w
ith queer, antiracist and/or anti-capitalist poli-
tics. W
e have gone through m
ainstream
 notions of individual  
em
pow
erm
ent that have draw
n on fem
inism
, only to find 
ourselves in the ruins of neoliberalism
 (for the 99%
 at least). 
This has m
eant that m
any people have circled back to earlier 
radical fem
inist projects that go beyond dem
anding equal-
ity in society as it exists today, and instead conceptualise 
fem
inism
 as a w
ay of rethinking w
hat our w
orld, identities 
and relationships could look like if current pow
er structures 
w
ere reim
agined.
In this article I w
ill look at som
e fem
inist theorists w
ho 
are taking part in this reim
agining. I haven’t draw
n exclusively  
on ‘new
’ fem
inist ideas as I w
ant to suggest that part of fem
-
inism
’s usefulness to us now
 is that it provides us w
ith a his-
tory of ideas that have not been fully realised, and have po-
tential for our present and our future. M
ost w
riting on fem
- 
inism
’s histories challenge the idea of progress and ask us 
to pay attention to w
hat m
ight seem
 unthinkable today, and  
w
hy that m
ight be. I w
ill fram
e the discussion around the 
them
es of the archive, w
ork, com
m
unity and perfection. 
Ranging from
 ‘the archival turn’ in art and theory to the cyborg- 
inspired im
aginaries of netw
orked culture, w
hat follow
s are  
som
e notes on fem
inist theory in relation to photography. 
Running through this text is an argum
ent for the interw
eaving  
of fem
inist legacies in contem
porary practice, w
hether that  
be as a large-form
at print in an art gallery or a digitally m
anip- 
ulated file posted online. M
y focus is on photography thought  
through an art w
orld context, w
ith exam
ples draw
n prim
arily 
from
 m
y ow
n experience as a London-based art historian.
T
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Kate Eichhorn’s book The Archival Turn in Fem
inism
 explores 
how
 the archive has been theorised and utilised by artists, 
w
riters and activists over recent decades. She argues that 
the attraction of the archive is that it ‘opens up the possi-
bility of being in tim
e and in history diﬀerently’. 1 Like m
yself, 
she sees a fem
inist engagem
ent w
ith archives as particularly 
useful in the present: ‘The archival turn under neoliberalism
 
should not be prim
arily read as a desire to escape the pres-
ent but rather as an attem
pt to regain agency in an era w
hen 
the ability to collectively im
agine and enact other w
ays of 
being in the w
orld has becom
e deeply eroded.’ 2
This archival turn has been present in curating as w
ell 
as art practice of recent decades. A
s I w
as trying to m
ap out 
w
hich artw
orks to include in this article, I kept returning to 
the experience of seeing the H
ackney Flashers’ 1978 slide 
show
 W
ho’s H
olding the Baby? in three diﬀerent exhibitions 
across a relatively short space of tim
e (as w
ell as appearing 
in an artw
ork discussed later). This slide show
, accom
panied 
by a series of notes, w
as intended as an educational tool, a 
w
ay of raising political aw
areness about the experiences of 
m
otherhood and the need to cam
paign for childcare, touring 
com
m
unity centres and libraries in the U
K
, as w
ell as being 
show
n at the H
ayw
ard G
allery in 1979 as part of Three Per-
spectives on Photography. 3 M
y m
ost recent experience of 
seeing the slideshow
 w
as w
hen it returned to the H
ayw
ard 
G
allery as part of H
istory is N
ow
: 7 A
rtists Take on Britain, 
2015. Photographer H
annah Starkey curated one room
 by 
draw
ing on a rich tradition of docum
entary photography in 
Britain, w
ith the H
ackney Flashers’ call to arm
s still being 
depressingly relevant. Starkey had also contributed to the 
room
 through a series of large photo-collages that brought 
together political cam
paign posters and glossy advertising 
im
ages. A
s in the slideshow
 from
 nearly 40 years earlier, the 
disconnect betw
een the w
orld and identities seen in the col-
lage and the lived experience of the exhibition visitors w
as 
stark. Each collaged panel docum
ented a diﬀerent political 
cam
paign, stretching from
 Thatcher to the election that took 
place during the exhibition run. A
s w
ell as the sim
ilarities be-
tw
een the im
agery across the decades, w
hat becom
e clear 
w
as the w
ay in w
hich the politicians them
selves becam
e as 
spectacularised and vapid as the parade of sultry m
odels. By 
presenting this archive of im
ages, Starkey invited the view
er t 
o begin their ow
n process of analysis and critique.
A
s w
ell as literally presenting archives, m
any artists have 
transform
ed archival m
aterial to reveal w
hat m
ight have been  
m
issing or obscured w
ithin them
. Sara D
avidm
ann’s project 
Ken. To be destroyed (2013) begins w
ith letters, photographs 
and docum
ents kept by her m
other. The title transcribes the 
w
ords her m
other w
rote on the envelope in w
hich part of this 
Page 197: Sara D
avidm
ann, D
ress, 2013, from
 Ken. To be 
destroyed. The book Ken. To be destroyed by Sara D
avidm
ann 
and edited by Val W
illiam
s w
ill be published in 2016 by Schilt 
Publishing. The exhibition Ken. To be destroyed, co-curated by 
Robin C
hristian and Val W
illiam
s, w
ill be exhibited at Schw
ules 
M
useum
 Berlin, 2016
 O
pposite, top: Installation view
 of H
annah Starkey’s photo 
collages, part of her curated section in the exhibition H
istory is 
N
ow
: 7 A
rtists Take on Britain, H
ayw
ard G
allery, London, 2015. 
Photograph by Linda N
ylind
O
pposite, bottom
: H
ackney Flashers, ‘You’ve tucked your kids 
into bed…’, from
 the series W
ho’s H
olding the Baby?,1978.  
©
 H
ackney Flashers C
ollective
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Top: Justice for D
om
estic W
orkers Living A
rchive, produced as part of  
W
erker 10: C
om
m
unity D
arkroom
, The Show
room
, London, 2014.  
Photograph by D
aniel Brooke 
Bottom
: LaToya R
uby Frazier, Landscape of the Body (Epilepsy Test),  
2011, from
 the series N
otion of Fam
ily. G
elatin silver print m
ounted  
on archival m
useum
 cardboard, w
ooden fram
e. C
ourtesy of the artist  
and M
ichel Rein, Paris/Brussels
sm
all, personal archive w
as kept—
am
bivalently so, as the 
title dem
onstrates. The am
bivalence tow
ards this archive 
w
as due to w
hat it revealed, that D
avidm
ann’s uncle w
as 
trans, w
hilst living in an outw
ardly heteronorm
ative m
arriage.  
This experience is recounted through the letters sent to  
D
avidm
ann’s m
other by her aunt, as w
ell as through rew
ork-
ings of the couple’s m
arriage certificate and photographs. 
D
avidm
ann conducts w
hat she calls ‘a “conversation” w
ith 
the fam
ily album
, queering it, and returning a new
 version of 
the story to the fam
ily history’. 4
D
avidm
ann’s project points to the w
ays in w
hich fem
-
inist and queer theorists have explored notions of disrupt-
ed tem
poralities to allow
 the potential of the past to be 
activated now
. W
riters such as Elizabeth Freem
an and A
nn 
C
vetkovich have been central to re-orientating a sense of 
history, w
ith C
vetkovich proposing that lesbian and gay cul-
tures engage w
ith an ‘archive of feelings’. She explores how
  
‘[i]n the absence of institutionalised docum
entation or in opp- 
osition to oﬃ
cial histories, m
em
ory becom
es a valuable his-
torical resource, and ephem
eral and personal collections 
of objects stand alongside the docum
ents of the dom
inant 
culture in order to oﬀer alternative m
odes of know
ledge’. 5 
C
vetkovich explores archives of traum
a, w
hich is one w
ay 
to define the m
aterial that D
avidm
ann w
orks w
ith. She says, 
‘Traum
a puts pressure on the institutionalising force of m
u-
seum
s and m
onum
ents as w
ell as on the notion of an archive,  
dem
anding collections and installations that can do em
o-
tional justice to the experiences they rem
em
ber.’ 6 In D
avid-
m
ann’s hands, her aunt’s and uncle’s lives are visualised in 
w
ays that w
ere not possible in the original archive, through 
digital m
anipulation, cutting and painting. The project also 
pays attention to the labour that is involved in becom
ing or 
identifying as a w
om
an, and the relationships that are refor-
m
ulated by Ken’s trans identity.
W
O
R
K
For m
any fem
inist w
riters, particularly those engaged in so-
cialist theories, w
ork is a key area of struggle. In her book 
The Problem
 w
ith W
ork, K
athi W
eeks explores how
 socialist 
fem
inists troubled M
arxist definitions of w
ork by including 
reproductive, unw
aged labour. W
eeks also explores var-
ious strategies around the refusal of w
ork, including w
hat 
she calls ‘antiw
ork politics and postw
ork im
aginaries’. 7 She 
calls for an analysis of w
ork and its relationship to the rest 
of our lives, rather than an acceptance that fem
inism
 should 
strive for integration in the existing w
orkplace. This m
ove-
m
ent—
from
 dem
ands in relation to existing w
orking con-
ditions to radical reim
aginings of w
ork—
draw
s on the dis-
cussion of w
ork in second-w
ave fem
inism
. The analysis of 
w
om
en’s w
ork—
both at hom
e and in the w
orkplace—
led to 
cam
paigns such as W
ages for H
ousew
ork and w
riting on 
the em
otional labour required in m
any jobs, w
ith the service 
industries being the m
ost obvious exam
ple. 8 In Silvia Fed-
erici’s 1975 article ‘W
ages A
gainst H
ousew
ork’, she begins 
w
ith a series of provocations:
They say it is love. W
e say it is unw
aged w
ork.
They call it frigidity. W
e call it absenteeism
.
Every m
iscarriage is a w
ork accident.
H
om
osexuality and heterosexuality are both  
w
orking conditions… but hom
osexuality is w
orkers’ 
control of production, not the end of w
ork.
M
ore sm
iles? M
ore m
oney. N
othing w
ill be so  
pow
erful in destroying the healing virtues of a sm
ile.
N
euroses, suicides, desexualization: occupational 
diseases of the housew
ife. 9
In the article she argues for the necessity of the dem
and  
‘W
ages for housew
ork’ as a w
ay of m
aking visible the labour  
undertaken by so m
any w
om
en. But she also argues that 
this is only the first step in de-naturalising the roles of w
om
-
en, and of capitalism
 itself. Federici’s article goes on to ar-
gue for the refusal of (house)w
ork as a step tow
ards revolu-
tion. Since the w
riting of this article, 40 years ago, Federici 
has continued to address the relationship betw
een w
om
en, 
capital and global politics, w
ith her current w
ork focusing on 
the need to create new
 com
m
unities through a fem
inist poli-
tics of the com
m
ons. H
er ideas are utilised by m
any activists 
and scholars to think of strategies in the w
ake of the 2008 
financial crisis, the O
ccupy m
ovem
ent, and anti-capitalist/
anti-globalisation politics. 10
O
ne London-based activist group, Justice 4 D
om
estic 
W
orkers (J4D
W
), agitates on behalf of the thousands of 
m
igrant dom
estic w
orkers in the U
K w
ho are em
ployed in 
private households under conditions that are often abusive, 
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w
ith pay under the m
inim
um
 w
age, and visa restrictions ty-
ing them
 to their em
ployer. A
s an invisible w
orkforce that is 
outside of regulatory fram
ew
orks for em
ploym
ent, m
igrant 
dom
estic w
orkers are often vulnerable, w
orking in the U
K to 
provide for their ow
n fam
ilies and unable to gain legal sta-
tus if they w
ant to leave their em
ployers. J4D
W
 is an organ-
isation run by and for dom
estic w
orkers, w
ho are prim
arily 
w
om
en, w
ith goals to educate and m
obilise the group to se-
cure their rights. A
s part of this m
obilisation, the group has 
w
orked w
ith the London art space The Show
room
, coordi-
nated by Louise Shelley. Shelley has an ongoing collabora-
tion w
ith J4D
W
, using the platform
 of The Show
room
 as one 
channel to dissem
inate inform
ation about the group: this 
w
as how
 I heard about its w
ork. In 2014, J4D
W
 took part 
in a w
orkshop w
ith W
erker M
agazine (M
arc Roig Blesa and 
Rogier D
elfos) to develop a series of photo-collages. These 
depict the w
orking conditions, feelings and hom
e lives of 
dom
estic w
orkers, as w
ell as investigating a history of w
ork-
ers’ activism
. In one striking im
age, w
om
en’s fists are seen 
clenched over a grid of four posters, including one from
 the  
H
ackney Flashers’ W
ho’s H
olding the Baby? series. The group 
has also developed a photographic series to depict elem
ents 
of their lives, an archive that counters the invisibility and  
negativity that is associated w
ith m
igrant w
orkers. Som
e 
of these im
ages have been filtered into the collages, w
hich 
them
selves can be used as posters or talking points w
hen 
the group does talks, m
eetings or w
orkshops.
C
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J4D
W
 organises to m
ake visible a com
m
unity that is rarely  
seen in the U
K
. Representing and connecting com
m
unities  
through photography has been a topic in the art w
orld re-
cently, and picks up on fem
inist theorising around com
m
uni-
ties that go beyond the traditional nuclear fam
ily. The South 
A
frican ‘visual activist’ Zanele M
uholi, w
hose portraits of 
lesbian and trans m
en of colour from
 South Africa w
ere nom
- 
inated this year for the D
eutsche Börse Photography Prize, 
is one exam
ple of how
 photography can be thought of as 
a m
eans of com
m
unication and collaboration, as w
ell as a 
fine art practice. W
orking through a very diﬀerent visual aes-
thetic, but equally com
m
itted to utilising the possibilities of 
photography as a com
m
unication device, rather than a sin-
gular im
age, is the A
m
erican artist A
. L. Steiner. She creates 
large-scale m
ontages of queer lives and bodies that evoke 
the erotic landscapes of lesbian artists such as Barbara 
H
am
m
er and Tee C
orinne, w
hose w
ork in the 1970s w
as 
central in creating alternative visions of fem
ale sexuality. 
Rather than depicting a sexual idyll, how
ever, Steiner con-
structs punk proliferations of bodies and things that go be-
yond any easily defined notions of hom
o- or heterosexuality. 
W
hen asked about her relationship to fem
inism
, she replied, 
‘Fem
inism
 is really useful because, rather than a historical 
m
ovem
ent, it is m
ore about the idea of lived practices. I am
 
not a scholar, but I am
 living fem
inism
.’ 11
Steiner’s concept of ‘living fem
inism
’ echoes the title 
of a forthcom
ing book by the cultural theorist Sara A
hm
ed, 
Living a Fem
inist Life. 12 A
hm
ed has been at the forefront of 
theorising aﬀect in relation to the em
bodied experiences of 
gender, sexuality, class and race. She explores how
 bodies 
and lives that are seen to be disruptive also require m
ore 
energy to m
ove through the w
orld as it is currently con-
structed, w
ith her figures of the fem
inist killjoy, the m
elan-
choly m
igrant and the unhappy queer populating her book 
The Prom
ise of H
appiness. 13 A
hm
ed takes stereotypes and 
thinks about how
 feelings are projected onto them
, as w
ell 
as arguing for the need to be w
ilful, angry, passionate. H
er 
w
ork takes part in intersectional fem
inist theorising that 
does not separate out the experiences of race, class, sexu-
ality and gender, but instead argues for the necessity of their 
specific com
binations to be analysed and articulated.
This intersectional approach can be seen in the por-
traits of the A
m
erican artist LaToya Ruby Frazier, taken in 
collaboration w
ith her m
other and grandm
other in her hom
e- 
tow
n of Braddock, Pennsylvania. Begun w
hen Frazier w
as 
a teenager, the series draw
s on the docum
entary poetry of 
Farm
 Security A
dm
inistration photographs, but rather than 
being taken by a photographer sent into com
m
unities, Fra-
zier em
barked on a series that depicts her fam
ily and local 
environm
ent, a historic steel m
ill tow
n that has suﬀered 
econom
ic deprivation and environm
ental pollution. Frazier 
describes how
 the experiences of living in the tow
n w
ere 
literally felt in the bodies of her and her fam
ily: ‘Betw
een our 
three generations w
e not only w
itnessed, w
e experienced 
and internalized the end of industrialization and rise of de- 
industrialization.’ 14 Frazier’s photographs contribute to a tra-
dition of black fem
inist theorising that sees the fam
ily as a 
key area of strength in the face of racism
, w
hilst refusing to 
sentim
entalise or objectify herself, her fam
ily or her history.
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R
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The problem
 of objectification is one that has been central 
to m
uch fem
inist w
riting on representation. In a recent arti-
cle, A
ngela M
cRobbie has refram
ed this through an inter-
nalised im
perative to be perfect—
felt not only in term
s of 
outw
ard appearance but also to replicate w
hat M
cRobbie 
calls ‘the good life’. 15 M
cRobbie argues that this im
possible 
ideal creates an internal experience of alienation, citing the 
contrast betw
een the troubled life of Peaches G
eldof and 
her outw
ard presentation as a perfect w
ife, m
other and w
rit-
er. M
cRobbie’s w
ork on ‘the perfect’ echoes a text that has 
A
. L. Steiner, Positive R
einforcem
ent,  
from
 the exhibition Ecstatic R
esistance, 2009
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Installation of the D
eutsche Börse Photography Prize 2015, 
Zanele M
uholi’s series Faces and Phases, on display at The 
Photographers’ G
allery, 2015. ©
 K
ate Elliott. C
ourtesy of The 
Photographers’ G
allery, London
been debated as either m
isogynist or an acute presentation 
of a sym
ptom
atic condition: Tiqqun’s Prelim
inary M
aterials 
for a Theory of the Young-G
irl. First published in 1999 in 
French, and translated in 2012 into English, Tiqqun’s the-
ory of the Young-G
irl proposes that under neoliberalism
 w
e 
are all Young-G
irls, w
here the qualities of youth and fem
-
ininity are deem
ed desirable by all, and is the position of 
‘the m
odel citizen as redefined by consum
er society since 
W
orld W
ar I’. 16 The book is a deliberately provocative col-
lection of fragm
ents, including quotes from
 w
om
en’s m
aga-
zines such as ‘N
ew
 breasts for m
y 18th birthday’ as w
ell as 
statem
ents such as ‘The Young-G
irl resem
bles her photo’ 
and ‘The “self” of the Young-G
irl is as thick as a m
agazine’. 17 
H
ere, the objectification of the fem
ale body under the m
ale  
gaze has m
orphed into the objecthood of all bodies w
hen 
thought through the ideals of consum
er culture. The logic of 
the Young-G
irl m
ay seem
 hard to undo, but has been used 
as a w
ay of theorising the w
ork of our online and oﬄ
ine iden-
tities to present ourselves as ‘perfect’.
The im
portance of photography in the creation of per-
fect selves is som
ething that is increasingly internalised in 
online form
s of com
m
unication, and, as M
cRobbie states, 
‘a key issue for fem
inism
 w
ould be to attem
pt to understand 
the consequences for girls and young w
om
en of this height-
ened visibility w
hich they them
selves so actively prom
ul-
gate’. 18 O
ne w
ay of undoing or revealing this logic has been 
in recent returns to D
onna H
araw
ay’s 1985 ‘A C
yborg M
an-
ifesto’. Particularly for artists engaging in online netw
orks 
and digital technologies—
both on the internet and in the gal-
lery—
the cyborg has becom
e one w
ay of reim
aging the re-
lationship of identities to bodies. A
s the artist Jesse D
arling 
describes it: ‘There is som
ething of the cyborg about the 
cam
w
hore, reply girl, Tum
blr fem
m
e—
as H
araw
ay puts it “a 
creature of social reality as w
ell as a creature of fiction … The 
cyborg is a m
atter of fiction and lived experience that chang-
es w
hat counts as w
om
en’s experience in the late tw
entieth 
century”.’ 19 A
rtists such as D
arling, or those in the 2015 on-
line exhibition Body A
nxiety, are starting to create new
 rep-
resentations of gendered bodies thought through the cur-
rent conditions w
here visualising the body through photo- 
graphy has becom
e a key part of identity form
ation. 20
From
 the second-w
ave to the cyborg, from
 the archive 
to perfection: this article has indicated som
e of the w
ays in 
w
hich fem
inist theory and photographic practice can think 
through the w
ork of being a w
om
an and the com
m
unities 
that can give strength and definition to being a fem
inist, 
how
ever notions of ‘w
om
an’ and ‘fem
inist’ are construct-
ed. A brief note on m
y title: in the radical fem
inist journal 
N
otes from
 the Second Year (1970) a photo-collage show
s a  
suﬀragette being arrested alongside w
om
en protesting in 
an early W
om
en’s Liberation M
ovem
ent action; the slogan 
‘Fem
inism
 Lives’ joins these historical m
om
ents, to suggest 
a flow
 of energy, a continuing need for fem
inism
 to be used 
to fight for better w
ays of living. In w
hat I’ve sketched here, 
I hope to show
 how
 that energy is strong in our present m
o-
m
ent, draw
ing on the histories of fem
inism
 w
hilst looking to 
our possible futures.
 
Thanks to Tom
 C
lark, A
lthea G
reenan, Laura G
uy and Francis Sum
m
ers 
for conversations and ideas found w
ithin this article.
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